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Early Women Accountants
By Norman E. Webster, C.P.A.,
New York City
Editor’s Note: This article was written as a sex, it is not easy to determine with certainty
chapter of a book on the development of the who of the early accountants were women.
public practice of accountancy particularly in the
State of New York. But since that was the first Arid if any of the early firms included women
C.P.A. State and the article also mentions women partners, as some do now, that fact ordinarily
accountants of other States, it seems that it may would not be suggested by the firm name.
be of interest to all as a contribution to the So it is more than possible that there were
history of public practice. The writer disclaims
any effort at authorship and says that he is only others besides those here named.
Florence Crowley was listed in the New
a researcher and compiler.
York
Directory as accountant in 1797 at
“They talk about a woman’s sphere
237 Water Street, in 1798 at 59 Cherry
As though it had a limit.
There’s not a place in earth or heaven,
Street, and in 1802 at 16 Banker Street,
There’s not a task to mankind given,
while Florence Crowdy was listed as account
There’s not a bliss or woe,
ant in 1801 at 9 Frankfort Street. These four
There’s not a whispered yes or no,
addresses were in the same general section
There’s not a life or death or birth,
That has a feathers weight of worth
of New York City. Therefore, it seems pos
Without a woman in it.”—Kate Field.
sible that during at least the six years 1797
The New York Times of December 26, to 1802 Florence Crowley was in public
practice. Perhaps she was the first.
1942, in reporting an interview with the
No other name recognizable as that of a
personnel manager of a large accounting
firm began its story with this statement: woman appears in the directories until the
“Still another professional barrier against end of the nineteenth century. The lists of
women appeared yesterday to have fallen.” public accountants published in the magazine
Farther on the story stated: “On paper Business during 1896 and 1897 did not
contain the name of any woman. But the
women have never been barred from the
ranks of certified public accountants. Ac New York classified directory listed Margaret
tually, however, the requirement of two and Viola D. Waring, 1898-1899.
Nothing more has been learned about Flor
years’ public accounting experience stop
ped them from qualifying, since few firms ence Crowley, 1797-1802, or Margaret Bar
would take women and thus give them the row, 1897-1900, or Viola D. Waring, 1898necessary experience.” But, of course, this 1899. They did riot become certified public
referred to women as staff employees rather accountants and there is no evidence that
they ever applied for the certificate. But at
than as principals on their own account.
If it is thought that the entrance of women that time there were many men in public
into accountancy is a recent development, practice who did not seek certification and
that opinion seems to be contrary to the fact. these women may have cared no more about
Early records show that there were a few the certificate than those men. However,
who were styled accountants and the ques there were a few women who sought cer
tion as to whether they were in public or tification during the early years.
The records of the New York State Edu
private practice is not more difficult than in
the cases of many men so designated.
cation Department show that from 1899 to
However, there is another difficulty. Since 1923, certificates were issued to the 10 followinitials and many forenames do not indicate ing-named women:
Christine Ross (Mrs. Barker) ..................................
CPA No. 143 December 27, 1899
Cola Sanford Peck............................................................... CPA No. 247 July
23, 1902
Mary B. Slater Jr..........................
CPA No. 337 August
31, 1905
Harriett B. Lowenstein (Mrs.Goldstein).,....................... CPA No. 351 October
5, 1907
Theodora Daub (Mrs. Koehler) ......................... CPA No. 356 August
26, 1909
Lillian Anstie .......................
CPA No. 672 April
7, 1916
Myrtle Corbett Heywood.............. ..................................... .CPA No. 673 April
7, 1916
Charlotte Osann ................................
. . .CPA No. 1121 June
30, 1922
Gertrude Cohen (Mrs. Berger).......................... ...... .CPA No. 1316 July
9, 1923
Jennie M. Palen............................ ... ................... .. ... ... CPA No. 1322 July
9, 1923
[15]

However, New York was soon followed by
six other States which during 1900 to 1910
had issued 8 certificates to women as com
pared with the 5 issued by New York during
Pennsylvania ............ (Law Mar. 29, 1899)
Illinois .............
(Law Mar. 15, 1903)
Colorado .................. (Law Mar. 27, 1907)
Maryland .............. ,. (Law Apr. 10, 1900)
ditto
ditto
New Jersey .............. (Law Apr.
5, 1904)
Louisiana ................... (Law Apr. 5, 1908)
ditto
ditto

To the end of 1933, New York had issued
certificates to 11 more women making 20 in
all (excluding the junior certificate No. 337
which never was matured into a full certifi
cate) while the other States had issued 91,
making 111 in all.
Some of the women C.P.A.’s became mem
bers of their State Societies and of the Ameri
can Institute of Accountants. However, many
of them felt that these organizations were
worthwhile from a strictly accounting stand
point but that they could not—because of
their general membership—help in the par
ticular problems which confront the profes
sional woman, specifically the woman ac
countant. Consequently, the American
Woman’s Society of Certified Public Account
ants was organized in 1933 and incorporated
in Illinois. The history of this organization
has been told in its three year books, begin
ning with the issue for 1940-1941, and also in
its bi-monthly magazine The Woman C.P.A.,
begun in December, 1937. And also there
were the articles on “Women in Account
ancy” in The Certified Public Accountant
of April, 1935, Vol. 15, pages 243-245, and
the story on “Figuring out a Career in Ac
counting” in the Independent Woman of
September, 1940, Vol. 19, pages 294-296 and
311, the latter being by Mary E. Murphy,
Ph. D., C.P.A., of the faculty of Hunter Col
lege, New York City. Naturally these stories
are in large part about the women who have
become C.P.A.’s during the past two dec
ades. This story will be limited to those
earlier women already named herein.
Unfortunately the source material is ex
tremely limited. Some facts are to be found
in The Bookkeeper & Business Man’s Maga
zine, Detroit, 1888-1915; The Public Ac
countant, Philadelphia, 1898-1900; Business
World, New York, 1898-1910; The Journal
of Accountancy, New York, 1904; Account
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that period. . In the other States the earliest'
women C.P.A.’s seem to have been as fol
lows: (From Accountants Directory & Who’s
Who, 1925)
Mary B. Niles........ C.P.A. No. 34, 1900
Carrie B. Snyder.. .C.P.A. No. 61, 1904
M. Lillie Geijsbeek.C.P.A. No.
7, 1907
Elsa Doetsch.......... C.P.A. No. 45, 1909
Florence Hooper. .C.P.A. No. 46, 1909
Dora G. Rowarth. .C.P.A. No. 57, 1909
Estelle Capdeville. C.P.A. No. 146, 1910
Frances Knoblock.. C.P.A. No. 146, 1910
ants Directory & Who’s Who, 1925; and in
miscellaneous scraps and correspondence.
And perhaps it is not surprising that the
writer has found less information about the
women certified public accountants of other
States than about those of his State of New
York. However, here are a few facts about
some of them. In Louisiana nothing more
was found about Misses Capdeville and
Knoblock. In New Jersey, The Journal of
Accountancy, Vol. 9, pages 240 and 301,
shows that Dora G. Rowarth was one of the
three successful candidates out of the four
who took the examination in October, 1909;
and that for several years prior thereto she
had been employed by Frank G. Dubois and
was to continue with him. In Maryland, The
Journal of Accountancy, Vol. 7, page 404,
states that Florence Hooper and Elsa Doetsch
were two of the four successful candidates in
the spring examination, that both were grad
uates of the Woman’s College, and that both
would enter the new field. Miss Hooper’s
father was a former mayor. In Colorado,
Marie Lillie Geijsbeek—nee Schmidt—was
an associate and the wife of John B. Geijs
beek who was a public practitioner, teacher,
author and the translator of Pacioli’s Ancient
Double-Entry Bookkeeping which he in
scribed as follows: “Dedicated to My Wife,
Marie Lillie Schmidt, whose initials I have
always loved to connect with My Little
Sweetheart.” In Illinois, Carrie B. Snyder was
one of the first group but had died before
1925. In Pennsylvania, Mary B. Niles, one
of the earliest C.P.A.’s, was in practice many
years and was a member of the State and
American Societies of C.P.A.’s. She was a
sister of Henry A. and Charles E. Niles of
New York. She died August 29, 1931.
Turning to the first C.P.A. State, New
York, the available facts, while somewhat
fuller than for the other States, are still far
from complete.

Jennie M. Palen, after serving with Has
kins & Sells for many years, became a part
ner in 1935. For a time she did field work,
later going to that of report reviewing, and
she has done much editorial work and au
thorship, especially in the subject of English
and the chapter on Accountancy in the book
Careers For Women, compiled and edited
by Doris E. Fleischman. And several publi
cations have accepted some of her very read
able poetry. Gertrude Cohen (Mrs. Berger)
was associated with Paul J. Esquerre for some
years.
Charlotte Osann was in the report de
partment of Haskins & Sells and later with
the S.K.F. Co.
Myrtle Corbett Heywood was on the staff
of Haskins & Sells in 1909 when she took
the C.P.A. examination and passed three
subjects, completing the fourth subject in
January, 1916. In 1923 she wrote The New
York Times that she was the first woman to
pass the examination, but, while she un
doubtedly believed that to be the fact, it is
not borne out by the records of the New
York State Education Department in Al
bany. Nothing whatever has been found
about Lillian Anstie who became C.P.A. No.
672 on the same day as Miss Heywood re
ceived her certificate.
Theodora Daub, in her biography on page
540 of the Accountants Directory and Who’s
Who, 1925, also claimed to be the first
woman C.P.A. She was bom in New York
February 24, 1879, and was educated in the
Yonkers High School and New York Pre
paratory School. In 1904 she joined the staff
of Theodore Koehler, C.P.A., with whom
she was also associated in the conduct of
his New York School of Accounts and in his
authorship. Her name appears with his as
co-authors of several books on accounting,
and during this period they were married.
Some time after the death of her husband
she removed to California and later died
there in 1939.
Harriett B. Lowenstein passed the exam
ination with a perfect rating in Practical
Accounting. Her work as an accountant has
included that of comptroller of important
charities. In 1907, when she became a C.P.A.,
she also was admitted to the bar and became
the first woman employed in the law de
partment of New York City, being assigned
to the Appeals Division of the Corporation
Council’s Office where she prepared a 3-

volume index and digest of cases in which
the City appeared. In 1920 she married
Jonah J. Goldstein, an attorney and now a
judge. Since that time she has continued
her active participation in charitable and
philanthropic organization. Mary E. Slater
was a student in the Koehler New York
School of Accounts and after passing the
examination received the junior C.P.A. cer
tificate. She was employed by I. Newman
& Sons, Inc., in private accounting and per
haps never engaged in public practice since
she did not become a full C.P.A. Cola San
ford Peck became New York C.P.A. 247 on
July 23, 1902, and the certificate was sent
to 50 Beaver Street, New York. Nothing has
been found in the records to show that this
person was a woman, but a New York C.P.A.
of 1905 states that he met her about that
time at the office of Phelps & Manvel,
C.P.A.’s.
Even with only relatively few biographical
facts about Christine Ross, the first woman
C.P.A. in the world, the account of her se
curing the certificate will take as much space
as has been given to the nine women who
followed her in becoming C.P.A.’s of New
York. But the story has an interest beyond
that of the person who played the principal
part in the dramatic incident. The facts
about her were obtained from a former em
ployer, from the superintendent of the build
ing where she had her office, from a few
persons who remember her, from the State
Education Department and from files of old
accounting magazines.
Christine Ross was bom in Nova Scotia
before or about 1873. In school she devel
oped a taste for mathematics and logic and
later she studied law, but whether in or out
of law school is not known. Nor is it known
when she came to New York. Her experi
ence in accounting was begun about 1889
but where, with whom and whether in pri
vate or public practice, has riot been learned.
In 1902 she was connected with the Manning
Yacht Agency, had offices at 45 Broadway
and later at 17 Battery Place, and was said
to have a considerable practice, especially
for women. The State Education Depart
ment sent her certificate to her at 70 31st
Street, Milwaukee, but that may have been
only a temporary address. She married Wes
ley E. Barker and it is thought that she and
her husband returned to Canada and later
removed to the Pacific Coast.
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Miss Ross applied for admission to the
New York C.P.A. examination and the ap
plication was approved but there is uncer
tainty as to when she took the examination.
The minutes of the Board of Examiners did
not, of course, give the names of the can
didates but only their examination numbers,
and in other respects they were not as com
plete as might be wished. As the Depart
ment records of the early examinations were
destroyed in the State Capitol fire in 1911,
the only information as to which examina
tion she took and the ratings she received
is that which is shown in secondary sources.
The Public Accountant of Philadelphia,
in its issue of July and August, 1899, re
ferred to her examination as though it were
the most recent one. That would make it
the sixth C.P.A. examination, which was
given on June 13-14, 1899. There were six
candidates of whom only one passed, that
one receiving ratings of 90 in Commercial
Law, 91 in Theory of Accounts, and 100
each in Practical Accounting and Auditing.
The Bookkeeper of Detroit, in its issue
of February, 1900, referred to her having
made her application a year before which
indicates that it was for the fifth examina
tion, given on December 13-14, 1898. The
Bookkeeper also stated that there were twelve
candidates of whom she was Number 3.
The minutes of the Board of Examiners show
that the ratings of Number 3 were:—Law
84, Theory of Accounts 89, Practical Ac
counting 75, and Auditing 90. In its issue
of April, 1902, the Business World of New
York stated that her name was second on the
list of those who passed the fifth examination
in December, 1898. The minutes of the
Board show that there were twelve candi
dates arid that Number 3 (mentioned by The
Bookkeeper) was the second or third high
est of those who passed all subjects. These
last two notices were in approximate agree
ment though they differed from the earlier
notice. But the differences did not stop
there.
The minutes of the Board of Regents’
meeting on December 21, 1899, contain this
item: “Voted that the full C.P.A. certifi
cate be granted to Christine Ross, who suc
cessfully passed the professional examination
in June, 1898.” Thus, they referred to
the fourth examination, which was held on
June 14-15, 1898. For that examination the
minutes of the Board of Examiners do not
[18]

show any record of the number of candidates
of of the ratings which they received. While,
therefore, there is uncertainty as to which
examination she took, it is certain that an in
terval of 18,. 12 or 6 months elapsed before
the issuance to her of certificate No. 143,
dated December 27, 1899. Perhaps the de
lay may be explained by the stories which
during and after that period were published
in three accounting magazines.
The Public Accountant, Philadelphia, in
the issue of July, 1899, Vol. I, page 115,
published its leading editorial as follows:
“The New York Examination Controversy”
“An amusing incident occurred recently in
New York, amusing to the accountants in
other States, but the New Yorkers fail to see
the joke, and very rightly, too.
“The facts of the case are these: It seems
that a certain New York accountant (whom
we will call Jones, because that is not his
name) had some difficulty or other with
the Regents of the State of New York. How
this trouble arose or the merits of either
case is not to the point here; sufficient be
it that there was trouble and that Jones made
the remark that ‘the examination questions
set by the Regents were too easy and that
any old woman, who never had any, actual
experience, could pass the examination.’
This the Regents denied. Jones made no
contradiction of this, but he immediately set
himself about coaching a person, who had
never handled a set of books. This person
took the examination, and passed a way up
and now desires that a certificate be granted,
when lo and behold, the said person turns
out to be a woman, a relative of Jones’ type
writer. Then the fight commenced. The
Regents offered to give her a junior cer
tificate, but Jones seriously demurred to this,
saying, ‘The person is of full age, has passed
an examination set by you, and she is en
titled to a full certificate.’ There the matter
rests. Jones and the Regents are at worse
loggerheads than ever and the time for
healing the breach seems as far off as ever.
“Like all other innovations, the Examining
Boards in New York and Pennsylvania have
to put up with many difficulties until proper
amendments can be determined on and
passed. This woman affair is only one of
the many pitfalls which could not be fore
seen when the acts were passed. The editor
refrains from comment on the above cases,

but leaves it to the accountants to determine
whether Jones was right or wrong.”
The next issue, that for August, 1899, Vol.
I, page 127, carried as its leading editorial
the following:
“A Correction"
“In the last month’s issue of The Public
Accountant there appeared an article on the
editorial page entitled ‘The New York Ex
amination Controversy,’ in which mention
was made of a woman who had passed the
examination entitling her to a certificate
from the Regents. The facts on which this
article was based were supplied by a New
York accountant of known integrity, but,
it seems, there is a mistake somewhere, as
the following letter will show:
‘Editor of The Public Accountant,
Philadelphia, Pa.
Dear Sir:—My attention has been called
to your July editorial, entitled “The New
York Examination Controversy,” and as I
am the “person” who figures in this “amus
ing incident,” I trust you will grant me the
courtesy of a short space in your next issue
to correct some of your “Facts.” I had had
ten years’ practice in accounting. I was
not coached by a man whom you pall Jones.
I am not a relative of his typewriter. I
know nothing of trouble between the Regents
and the State of New York and the man
whom you call Jones; but so far as I am
concerned, your only “fact” is: “This person
took the examination, passed a way up,
and now desires that a certificate be granted.”
Yours very truly,
Christine Ross,
45 Broadway, New York.
July 31, 1899
“To say the least, the editor was startled
to receive such a contradiction, but, with
the idea of ascertaining the exact state of
affairs, he communicated with several cor
respondents and found to his sorrow that a
rather grave mistake had been made, and
that the injured one was a lady. He, there
fore, makes all the reparation possible un
der the circumstances by publishing the
history of the whole matter. The fact that
the editor at the time of writing had no idea
of the identity of the lady who took the
examination is the only extenuating circum
stances in the case.
“As Miss Ross is the only woman who
has taken the C.P.A. examination in New
York, she must necessarily be the one re
ferred to.”

The Bookkeeper, Detroit, in the issue of
February, 1900, Vol. XII, No. 8, page 94,
carried an editorial of a column in part as
follows:
“The postman who delivers mail in a
Broadway office district gave into a young
woman’s hands one day last month a docu
ment so distinctly a cause for congratulation
that she has had a smile and a bright word
for him ever since. The document was
postmarked Albany. Before it came the
young woman was just a plain, everyday
bookkeeper—a good bookkeeper, but merely
one of the rank and file. Now she is a
C.P.A., a Certified Public Accountant, and
the only one of her sex who has won, or
indeed, applied for the degree. The docu
ment was the certificate awarded by the
regents to show that she had successfully
passed an examination in the following mat
ters: Theory of accounts, practical account
ing, auditing and commercial law, and is
otherwise fitted for the profession of expert
accountant. * * *
“The candidates are known to the exam
iners only by numbers, and a year ago, when
the young woman bookkeeper made her ap
plication, her identity was not disclosed un
til her examination papers had been passed
upon. There were twelve applicants in that
class and when the person whose examina
tion number was 3 applied by name for her
certificate the board was non-plussed. She
had passed an exceptionally good examina
tion, but women had not been thought of
as members when the association was char
tered. The matter was therefore held over
for further deliberation. The eleven men
who passed the examination got their cer
tificates promptly, but the young woman
waited. A few days ago her triumph came,
and now she is free to start out as the pi
oneer in an entirely new field for women.”
But Business World, New York, in the is
sue of April, 1902, Vol. XXII, page 175,
only a little over two years after the cer
tificate was issued, published a full-page ar
ticle and interview with Christine Ross un
der the title The Only Woman C.P.A. It
carried a photograph of her and gave some
biographical facts from which much of this
story about her has been prepared. In the
report of that interview she was quoted
as saying: “I think women should have
equal opportunity with men to earn an in
dependent living in any business or profes
sion they choose to enter.”
[19]

